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world. Historian of science Victor Robinson succinctly summarises the 
contrast between medieval Europe and Islamic Spain: 


“Europe was darkened at sunset, Cordova shone with public 
lamps; Europe was dirty, Cordova built a thousand baths; 
Europe was covered with vermin, Cordova changed its 
undergarments daily; Europe lay in mud, Cordova’s streets 
were paved; Europe’s palaces had smoke-holes in the ceiling, 
Cordova’s arabesques were exquisite; Europe’s nobility could 
not sign its name, Cordova’s children went to school; Europe’s 
monks could not read the baptismal service, Cordova’s 
teachers created a library of Alexandrian dimensions.”>*? 


Islamic civilisation produced advances in mathematics, medicine, 
astronomy and chemistry. Consider the mathematician Al-Khwarizmi, 
who played a significant role in the development of algebra. He also 
developed the idea of algorithms, which has earned him the title of the 
grandfather of computer science, because without algorithms there 
would be no computers. Abu al-Qasim Al-Zahrawi has been described 
as the greatest medieval surgeon because of his inventions in surgical 
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procedures and instruments. 

Muslims and Arab scientists who understood and internalised 
Islamic values were also pioneers in dealing with mental and 
psychological disorders. For example, in the 8" century, the physician 
Razi built the first psychiatric ward in Baghdad. The 11" century 
physician Ibn Sina (known in the West as Avicenna—the founder of 
modern medicine) understood that most mental illness is 
physiologically based.>4 

Interestingly, Abu Zayd al-Balkhi, a 9" century physician, wrote a 
book on what is now known as cognitive behavioural therapy. His 
book, Sustenance of the Soul, was probably the first written account to 
distinguish between endogenous and reactive depression.>*> 

These pioneers and Muslim intellectuals were directly influenced 
by the values of Islam. These include the words of the Prophet 
Muhammad # that encourage seeking the cure for illnesses: “There is 
no disease that God has sent down except that He also has sent down 
its treatment.” 546 

The Qur’an encourages reading, acquiring knowledge, reflection 
and the empirical sciences. It is a book that mentions knowledge over 
100 times and makes us reflect upon ourselves, and the world around 
us: 


“The example of this worldly life is but like rain which We 
have sent down from the sky that the plants of the Earth 
absorb—those from which men and livestock eat—until, when 
the Earth has taken on its adornment and is beautified and its 
people suppose that they have capability over it, there comes to 
it Our command by night or by day, and We make it as a 
harvest, as if it had not flourished yesterday. Thus do We 
explain in detail the signs for a people who give thought.”>47 


“Read! In the name of your Lord who created: He created man 
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from a clinging form. Read! Your Lord is the Most Bountiful 
One who taught by [means of] the pen, who taught man what 
he did not know.”>48 


“Say, ‘How can those who know be equal to those who do not 
know?’ Only those who have understanding will take heed.”**? 


“Then do they not look at the camels—how they are created? 
And at the sky—how it is raised? And at the mountains—how 
they are erected? And at the Earth—how it is spread out?”550 


“There truly are signs in the creation of the heavens and Earth, 
and in the alternation of night and day, for those with 
understanding, who remember God standing, sitting and lying 
down, who reflect on the creation of the heavens and 
Earth. ...7551 


The teachings of the Prophet Muhammad * not only created an 
environment conducive to scientific progress, but also helped shaped 
the intellectual growth of a very important man in the history of 
science. His name was Ibn al-Haytham, and he is considered one of the 
world’s first scientists.” According to many historians of science, 
such as David C. Lindberg, Ibn al-Haytham is considered to be 
amongst the first to have formalised the scientific method with 
emphasis on systematic experimentation. 55? 

Ibn al-Haytham wrote The Book of Optics, which had a huge 
impact on Europe. Without his formalisation of the scientific method, 
it could be argued that we would not be enjoying the scientific 
advancements that we enjoy today. 

Ibn al-Haytham was also a student of theology and the Qur’an. He 
clearly cites the Qur’an as his inspiration to study science and the 
natural world: “I decided to discover what it is that brings us closer to 
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God, what pleases Him most, and what makes us submissive to His 
ineluctable Will.”554 

Many academics recognise Europe’s indebtedness to Islam.* 
Professor George Saliba argues, “There is hardly a book on Islamic 
civilization, or on the general history of science, that does not at least 
pretend to recognize the importance of the Islamic scientific tradition 
and the role this tradition played in the development of human 
civilisation in general.”>*° 

Professor Thomas Arnold was of the view that Islamic Spain 
facilitated the European Renaissance: “...Muslim Spain had written 
one of the brightest pages in the history of Medieval Europe...bringing 
into birth a new poetry and a new culture, and it was from her that 
Christian scholars received what of Greek philosophy and science they 
had to stimulate their mental activity up to the time of the 
Renaissance.”>°/ 

Perhaps one of the most poignant summaries of the greatness of 
the civilisation that the Prophet Muhammad # created, is in a speech 
by the former CEO of Hewlett Packard, Carly Fiorina: 
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“There was once a civilization that was the greatest in the 
world. It was able to create a continental super-state that 
stretched from ocean to ocean, and from northern climes to 
tropics and deserts. Within its dominion lived hundreds of 
millions of people, of different creeds and ethnic origins. One 
of its languages became the universal language of much of the 
world, the bridge between the peoples of a hundred lands. Its 
armies were made up of people of many nationalities, and its 
military protection allowed a degree of peace and prosperity 
that had never been known. 


“And this civilization was driven more than anything, by 
invention. Its architects designed buildings that defied gravity. 
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Its mathematicians created the algebra and algorithms that 
would enable the building of computers, and the creation of 
encryption. Its doctors examined the human body, and found 
new cures for disease. Its astronomers looked into the heavens, 
named the stars, and paved the way for space travel and 
exploration. Its writers created thousands of stories. Stories of 
courage, romance and magic. 


“When other nations were afraid of ideas, this civilization 
thrived on them, and kept them alive. When censors threatened 
to wipe out knowledge from past civilizations, this civilization 
kept the knowledge alive, and passed it on to others. While 
modern Western civilization shares many of these traits, the 
civilization I’m talking about was the Islamic world from the 
year 800 to 1600, which included the Ottoman Empire and the 
courts of Baghdad, Damascus and Cairo, and enlightened rulers 
like Suleiman the Magnificent. 


“Although we are often unaware of our indebtedness to this 
other civilization, its gifts are very much a part of our heritage. 
The technology industry would not exist without the 
contributions of Arab mathematicians. Leaders like Suleiman 
contributed to our notions of tolerance and civic leadership. 
And perhaps we can learn a lesson from his example: It was 
leadership based on meritocracy, not inheritance. It was 
leadership that harnessed the full capabilities of a very diverse 
population that included Christianity, Islamic, and Jewish 
traditions. This kind of enlightened leadership—tleadership that 
nurtured culture, sustainability, diversity and courage—led to 
800 years of invention and prosperity.”>>8 


The key reason the Prophet Muhammad * was able to directly 
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influence such tolerant and compassionate societies was because 
affirming the Oneness of God, pleasing and worshipping Him, was the 
spiritual and moral basis of his life and the lives of those who loved 
and followed him. This provided timeless, objective moral grounding 
to achieve what the 18" century economist Adam Smith claimed was 
the first nation: “...under which the world enjoyed that degree of 
tranquillity which the cultivation of the sciences requires. ...””°> 

The Prophet Muhammad’s * trustworthiness, high moral 
character and the impact he has had on the world establishes a strong 
case to claim that he is the final messenger of God. Studying his life 
and understanding his teachings in a holistic and nuanced way will 
lead to only one conclusion: he was a mercy to the world, and the one 
chosen by God to lead the world into Divine guidance and light. 
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Chapter 15: The Free Slave — Why God 
is Worthy of Our Worship 


“The one who is imprisoned is the one whose heart is 
imprisoned from God and the captive is the one whose desires 
have enslaved him.”>® 


Imagine a friend of yours gave you £100 each day because, without 
any fault of your own, you required financial assistance. This kindness 
did not last for a few days; it continued for years. The money kept on 
appearing in your bank account. However, you started to forget who 
the benefactor was, and in this state of immense ingratitude, you then 
began to thank the money and not the one who gave it to you. This 
describes polytheism and atheism in a nutshell. From a spiritual 
perspective, it is the height of ingratitude and irrationality. The 
emotionally intelligent and rational person would always thank the one 
who gave him something that he did not earn or own. This is a non- 
negotiable moral principle. 

Why, however, does this describe polytheism and atheism? 

There is something in your life that you receive freely, yet you do 
not earn it and do not own it. There is no good reason to believe that 
you deserve it either. This thing is this moment, and the next moment, 
and all of the moments of your existence. You do not earn these 
moments, so what can you possibly do to earn another instant in your 
life? This is exactly why in popular culture we call it a gift: the gift of 
life. That’s why we all consider it to be so precious. You do not own 
these moments because you do not have the capacity to bring anything 
into existence; you cannot even create a fly. You do not deserve 
another moment of your existence because it is not yours; you do not 
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have the ability to produce life, even for a second. In light of these 
basic truths, you must always be in a state of gratitude, because you 
always receive something that you neither earn, nor own, nor deserve. 

Since polytheism and atheism have no one to thank or thank the 
wrong being (usually a created dependent and finite entity), it follows 
that their worldviews are not only irrational, but the height of 
ingratitude. As discussed in Chapter 6, God is independent and 
everything depends upon Him. Therefore, everything that we say, do, 
use and acquire is fundamentally dependent on God alone. It 
inevitably follows—if one is sane and moral—that we must be 
thankful to God, and acknowledge that all gratitude belongs to Him 
alone. Thankfulness and gratitude are a key aspect of worship. 
However, the concept of worship in the Islamic tradition is not 
restricted to gratitude, it is quite comprehensive. Worship entails that 
we must love, know and obey God, as well as dedicate all acts of 
worship to Him alone. Acts of worship in Islam include prayer, 
praising God, repentance, supplication, performing good deeds and 
purifying our hearts from their spiritual diseases. These aspects of 
worship are not only rational; they are also repeatedly mentioned in 
the Qur’an. 

I started this chapter by discussing gratitude, because gratitude is a 
key to worship. If you are not grateful, you completely deny the fact 
that you are dependent on God alone, and you deny that He is the One 
who provides you with everything, no matter how small. So apart from 
being grateful to the One who gives us life, why is God worthy of and 
entitled to our worship? 


Knowing God 

Before I answer this question, it is important to elaborate on what is 
meant by knowing God. Knowledge of God is essential to 
understanding why God is worthy of our worship, because we cannot 
worship something we are ignorant of. This is why, in the Islamic 
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tradition, traversing a path of knowing God is a form of worship: 


“So know, that there is no deity except God.”56! 


To know God means that we affirm that He is the sole creator and 
maintainer of everything that exists (known as Oneness of God's 
Lordship). It also entails that we affirm His names and attributes in the 
context of recognising that they are unique and that nothing can 
compare to God (known as Oneness of God’s Names and Attributes). 
Knowledge of God also involves that we must know that He is unique 
in His Divinity; He alone is entitled to all acts of worship (known as 
Oneness of God's Divinity). It must be noted that in Islamic theology, 
it is critical to affirm that nothing whatsoever shares God’s creative 
power and ability, names and attributes and Divinity. All forms of 
anthropomorphism are completely rejected. God is transcendent and 
maximally perfect. He has no imperfections. The concept of oneness in 
the Islamic spiritual tradition is referred to as tawheed, which 
linguistically means to affirm oneness or to make something one or 
unique. 


Oneness of Lordship 


The oneness of God’s Lordship is to affirm and recognise that God is 
the sole creator, master and owner of everything that exists. God is the 
One who sustains, takes care of and nourishes everything. According 
to the Islamic doctrine of tawheed, anyone who denies this has 
associated partners with God, which is polytheism (known as shirk in 
Islamic theology). Anyone who believes that these descriptions of God 
can be shared by any created thing has deified that thing. Therefore, 
they have associated partners with God. 


Oneness of God’s names and attributes 
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The ‘oneness of God’s names and attributes’ means to describe God 
only by the names and attributes by which He has described Himself, 
which are found in the Qur’an and the Prophetic teachings (some 
names such as Al-Khaaliq, The-Creator, and Al-Qadeer, The- 
Powerful, can be affirmed by a sound rational mind). These names and 
attributes, such as The-Loving and The-Subtle, are affirmed, but they 
are not comparable to creation. God’s names and attributes are perfect 
without any deficiency or flaw. God’s names are described by God 
Himself as the most beautiful: 


“The most beautiful names belong to God: so call on Him by 
them. ”562 


As has been mentioned throughout this book, God is maximally 
perfect. The one who compares these names and attributes to creation 
has committed humanisation, and therefore has associated partners 
with God. The one who compares any created thing to God has 
committed deification, which is also a form of associating partners 
with God. 


Oneness of God’s Divinity 


The oneness of God’s Divinity is that we must affirm that all acts of 
worship must be directed to Him alone. Someone who directs acts of 
worship to anything other than God, and the one who seeks reward 
from anything other than God in any act of worship, has associated 
partners with Him. 


In certain contexts, some acts of obedience, if directed to other 
than God, do not constitute associating partners with Him. For 
example, one’s love for God may be deficient and require perfecting. 
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Associating partners with God in the context of love would involve 
loving something or someone instead of God or as much as God. 
Someone can love their family and it would not constitute associating 
partners with God. If they loved their family instead of God, or as 
much as God, then that would constitute a form of associating partners 
with Him. 


The gravest sin 


Associating partners with God is the gravest sin. The consequence of 
this sin is that the one who dies in such a state and has not repented 
dies in a state of disbelief. This will never be forgiven by God. (This 
applies to major forms of associating partners with God. There are 
lesser forms that do not lead to disbelief, such as giving charity for 
other than God, obeying someone instead of God and showing off 
one’s good deeds. However, major forms of associating partners with 
God such as praying to other than Him and believing other things are 
worthy of worship lead to disbelief. This however is a nuanced topic 
with many variables to consider. I suggest further study on this topic, 
as it is not the objective to go into detail here): 


“Indeed, God does not forgive association with Him, but He 
forgives what is less than that for whom He wills. And he who 
associates others with God has certainly committed a 
tremendous sin.”563 


However, if one associates partners with God and repents to Him 
and returns to the path of oneness, he or she will be forgiven, and their 
transgressions will be transformed into good deeds: 


“And those who invoke not any other deity along with God... 
Except those who repent and believe, and do righteous deeds; 
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for those, God will change their sins into good deeds, and God 
is Oft-Forgiving, Most Merciful. ”564 


The one who has associated partners with God and has never 
repented, and dies in that state (and has no excuse), has essentially 
oppressed themselves by closing the door to God’s mercy. Their hearts 
have ‘eternally’ rejected God’s guidance and mercy; therefore, they 
have alienated themselves from the Divine. Those who reject God will 
plead to go back to earth to do righteousness, but their hearts have 
‘eternally’ rejected: 


“(For such is the state of the disbelievers], until, when death 
comes to one of them, he says, ‘My Lord, send me back that I 
might do righteousness in that which I left behind.’ No! It is 
only a word he is saying.”>© 


This self-imposed spiritual reality is a form of denial. The person 
has denied all the just and fair opportunities that God has given them 
to embrace His mercy and love: 


“God has not wronged them, but they wronged themselves.”> 


“This is reward for what your hands have done. And God is 
never unjust to His servants.”°°7 


It must be noted that according to Islamic theology, if someone 
was not given the right message of Islam, and sought the truth, they 
will have an excuse and will be tested on the Day of Judgment.*® God 
is The-Just and no one will be treated unjustly. This is why, when a 
non-Muslim has passed away, it is considered un-Islamic to pass 
judgment on their final abode (however, some scholars have said this 
may not apply to those who never sought the truth or had sufficient 
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knowledge of Islam). No one knows what is in someone else’s heart 
and whether someone was given the right message in the right way. 
However, from a creedal and societal point of view, non-Muslims who 
died will be buried as non-Muslims. This does not mean that this is 
their final judgement. In reality, God is maximally and perfectly just 
and merciful, so no one will be treated unmercifully and no one will be 
treated unjustly. 

People who have heard the message of Islam in a sound and 
correct way will have to account for their denial. However, whoever 
dies without having heard the message of Islam, or heard it in a 
distorted form, will be given an opportunity to accept the truth. 
Echoing the principles from the various verses of the Qur’an and the 
Prophetic traditions, Al-Ghazali summarises this nuanced approach. 
He argues that people who never heard the message of Islam will have 
an excuse: “In fact, I would say that, God willing, most of the 
Byzantine Christians and the Turks of this age will be included in 
God’s mercy. I’m referring here to those who live in the farthest 
regions of Byzantium and Anatolia who have not come into contact 
with the message... They are excused.”>°? 

Al-Ghazali also argues that the people who heard negative things 
of the Prophet Muhammad and his message will also be excused: 
“These people knew the name ‘Muhammad’, but nothing of his 
character or his qualities. Instead, all they heard since childhood is that 
a liar and imposter called ‘Muhammad’ claimed to be a prophet... 
This party, in my opinion, is like the first party. For even though 
they’ve heard his name, they heard the opposite of what his true 
qualities were. And this does not provide enough incentive for them to 
investigate [his true status].”>”° 

The true teachings of Islam are a barrier to extremism. In my 
view, all forms of extremism are based on an ‘ideological hardness’ 
that hardens people’s hearts. What I mean by this, is that people adopt 
non-negotiable, binary and negative assumptions about the world and 
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other people. This makes one group of people ‘otherize’ another. 
Otherization is not simply labelling people as belonging to other 
groups. This is natural and part of modern society. Otherization 
usually happens when one group describes another group in a negative 
way and maintains that each member is the same. This hardens 
people’s hearts and prevents them from positively engaging with other 
people who seem to be different. Islam does not otherize people. It 
does not assert that everyone who is not a Muslim is ultimately 
doomed or evil. The Qur’an makes it quite clear that people 
constituting other groups “are not all alike”57! and describes some of 
them as “upright”>’”. The Qur’an also applies this concept to believers 
too; some are righteous and some are not. Nevertheless, Islam teaches 
that every human being must be treated with mercy, compassion and 
fairness (see Chapter 14). 


The essence of worship 

In the Islamic tradition, a key act of worship is supplication (known as 
dua in Islamic theology). The Prophet Muhammad * taught that 
supplication is “the essence of worship”*”*. Supplications are to God 
alone, because only He can help us when we ask for help for something 
that we need or want. Supplicating to anything other than God is an act 
of polytheism, because the person is asking for something from an 
entity that does not have the ability to provide or fulfil that request. For 
example, if someone were to ask a stone idol to grant them twin girls, it 
would be an act of polytheism because they are supplicating to an entity 
that has no power to fulfil that request. This does not mean, however, 
that asking someone who has the ability to assist you for help is 
polytheism. It would only be polytheism if one were to believe that God 
was not the ultimate creator of their ability to help you. Supplicating to 
God is part of making our worship pure, and the way we supplicate to 
Him should be with humility. God says: “Invoke your Lord with 
humility” and “So call upon Him, [being] sincere to Him in 


339 


religion.”>”>. 


According to the Islamic spiritual tradition, acts of worship are 
accepted if they fulfil two conditions. The first is that the act of 
worship should be done purely for the sake of God. The second is 
that the action itself is prescribed by the Islamic source texts: the 
Qur’an and the Prophetic traditions. So a natural question that 
follows from this is: What are these acts of worship? The acts of 
worship are many. As previously mentioned, any good action that is 
done to please God is an act of worship. However, there are some 
basic acts of worship which are essential to Islamic spiritual practice. 
These have been summarised by the Prophet Muhammad * as the 
five pillars of Islam. They include: affirming and recognising in 
one’s heart that there is no deity worthy of worship except God and 
that Muhammad * is God’s final messenger; praying five times a 
day; giving the obligatory charity if one can afford to; fasting in 
Ramadan (the 9" month of the Islamic calendar) and performing the 
pilgrimage if one is able to do so. These acts of worship have 
profound meanings and inner dimensions. These are the basic pillars 
of Islam. However, in developing one’s spiritual practice one can 
engage in a plethora of additional spiritual activities. These include: 
reciting the Qur’an; remembrance of God; removing the spiritual 
diseases in one’s heart; voluntary charity; conveying the message of 
Islam to others; feeding the poor; taking care of animals; studying the 
life of the Prophet Muhammad #; memorising the Qur’an; the night 
prayer; reflecting on natural phenomena and much more. 


So why do all our acts of worship have to be dedicated to God 
alone? 
I will elaborate on the following points to answer this question: 


e God’s right to worship is a necessary fact of His existence. 
e God has created and sustains everything. 
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e God provides us with innumerable favours. 

e If we love ourselves, we must love God. 

e God is The-Loving, and His love is the purest form of love. 
e Worship is part of who we are. 

e Obeying God is part of worshipping Him. 


God’s right to worship is a necessary fact of His existence 

The best place to start is to understand who God is. God, by definition, 
is the One who is entitled to our worship; it is a necessary fact of His 
own existence. The Qur’an repeatedly highlights this fact about God, 


“Indeed, I am God. There is no deity except Me, so worship 
Me and establish prayer for My remembrance.”>’° 


Since God is the only Being whose right is our worship, then all 
of our acts of worship should be directed to Him alone. 

In the Islamic tradition, God is considered a maximally perfect 
Being. He possesses all the perfect names and attributes to the highest 
degree possible. For example, in Islamic theology, God is described as 
the The-Loving, and this means that His love is the most perfect and 
greatest love possible. It is because of these names and attributes that 
God must be worshipped. We always praise people for their kindness, 
knowledge and wisdom. However, God’s kindness, knowledge and 
wisdom are to the highest degree possible with no deficiency or flaw. 
Therefore, He is worthy of the most extensive form of praise, and 
praising God is a form of worship. God is also the only One entitled to 
our supplications and prayers. He knows best what is good for us, and 
He wants what is good for us. Such a Being with these attributes must 
be prayed to and be asked assistance of. God is worthy of our worship 
because there is something about God that makes Him so. He is the 
Being with the most perfect names and attributes. 

An important point regarding worshipping God is that it is His 
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right, even if we are not recipients of any type of comfort. If we were 
to live a life full of suffering, God must still be worshipped. 
Worshipping God is not dependent on some kind of reciprocal 
relationship; He gives us life, and we worship Him in return. Do not 
misunderstand what I am saying here: God showers us with many 
blessings (as I will discuss below); however, He is worshipped 
because of who He is and not necessarily how He decides—via His 
boundless wisdom—to distribute His bounty. We praise people due to 
their sporting skill, eloquence, strength or any other attribute. We do 
so even though they do not benefit us in any direct way. Similarly, 
God deserves extensive praise by virtue of His perfect names and 
attributes and not as a result of how He decided to manifest them in 
our lives. If we can praise people who have limited and flawed 
attributes, what does it mean on how we must praise God whose 
names and attributes have no deficiency or flaw? 


God has created and sustains everything 
God has created everything; He continually sustains the entire cosmos 
and provides for us out of His bounty. The Qur’an continually repeats 
this concept in various ways, which evokes a sense of gratitude and 
awe in the heart of the listener or reader: 
“It is He who created for you all of that which is on the 
Earth.” 


“Do they indeed ascribe to Him as partners things that can 
create nothing but are themselves created?”578 


“O mankind, remember the favour of God upon you. Is there 
any creator other than God who provides for you from the 
heaven and Earth? There is no deity except Him, so how are 
you deluded?”579 
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Therefore, everything we use in our daily lives, and all of the 
essential things that we require to survive, are due to God. It follows 
then that His is all gratitude. Since God created everything that exists, 
He is the owner and master of everything, including us. Hence, we 
must be in a sense of awe and gratitude to Him. Since God is our 
Master, we must be His servants. To deny this is not only rejecting 
reality, but it is the height of ingratitude, arrogance and thanklessness, 
as discussed earlier in this chapter. 

Since God created us, our very existence is solely dependent on 
Him. We are not self-sufficient, even if some of us are deluded in 
thinking that we are. Whether we live a life of luxury and ease or 
poverty and hardship, we are ultimately dependent on God. Nothing in 
this universe is possible without Him and whatever happens is due to 
His will. Our success in business and the great things that we may 
achieve are ultimately because of God. He created the causes in the 
universe that we use to achieve success, and if He does not will our 
success it will never happen. Understanding our ultimate dependency 
on God should evoke an immense sense of gratitude and humility in 
our hearts. Humbling ourselves before God and thanking Him is a 
form of worship. One of the biggest barriers to Divine guidance and 
mercy is the delusion of self-sufficiency, which is ultimately based on 
ego and arrogance. The Qur’an makes this point clear: 


“But man exceeds all bounds when he thinks he is self- 
sufficient.’>8° 


“There is the one who is miserly, and is self-satisfied, who 
denies goodness—We shall smooth his way towards hardship 
and his wealth will not help him as he falls. Our part is to 
provide guidance.”58! 


God provides us with innumerable favours 
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“And if you should [try to] count the favours of God, you could 
not enumerate them. Indeed mankind is [generally] most unjust 
and ungrateful. ”582 


We should be eternally grateful to God because we could never 
thank Him for His blessings. The heart is an appropriate example to 
illustrate this point. The human heart beats around 100,000 times a 
day, which is approximately 37,000,000 times a year. If we were to 
live up to the age of 75, the number of heartbeats would reach 
2,759,400,000. How many of us have even counted that number of 
heartbeats? No one ever has. It is actually impossible to count that 
many heartbeats. Firstly, for the first few years of your life you cannot 
count. Already there are a few years of backlog. Secondly, you cannot 
count your heartbeats while you are sleeping. To be able to count a 
lifetime’s worth of heartbeats, you would have had to start counting 
each heartbeat from the day you were born and while you were asleep. 
This would interfere with your ability to live a normal life, as you 
would always be counting every time your heart started a new beat. As 
a practical matter it is impossible. However, every heartbeat is 
precious to us. Anyone of us would sacrifice a mountain of gold to 
ensure that our hearts function properly to keep us alive. Yet we forget 
and deny the One who created our hearts and enables them to function. 
This illustration forces us to conclude that we must be grateful to God, 
and gratitude is a form of worship. The above discussion just refers to 
heartbeats, so imagine the gratitude we must express for all the other 
blessings God has given us. From this perspective, anything other than 
a heartbeat is a bonus. God has given us favours we cannot enumerate, 
and if we could count them we would have to thank Him for the ability 
to do so. 


If we love ourselves, we must love God 
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Loving God is a fundamental aspect of worship. There are many types 
of love and one of these includes self-love. This occurs due to the 
desire to prolong our existence, feel pleasure and avoid pain, as well as 
the need to satisfy our human needs and motivations. We all have this 
natural love for ourselves because we want to be happy and content. 
The psychologist Erich Fromm argued that loving oneself is not a form 
of arrogance or egocentricity. Rather, self-love is about caring, taking 
responsibility and having respect for ourselves. This type of love is 
necessary in order to love others. If we cannot love ourselves, how 
then can we love other people? There is nothing closer to us than our 
own selves; if we cannot care for and respect ourselves, how then can 
we care for and respect others? Loving ourselves is a form of ‘self- 
empathy’. We connect with our own feelings, thoughts and aspirations. 
If we cannot connect with our own selves, how then can we empathise 
and connect with others? Erich Fromm echoes this idea by saying that 
love “implies that respect for one’s own integrity and uniqueness, love 
for an understanding of one’s own self, cannot be separated from 
respect and love and understanding for another individual.”>*? 

If a person’s love for himself is necessary, this should lead him to 
love the One who made him. Why? Because God created the physical 
causes and means for human beings to achieve happiness and pleasure, 
and avoid pain. God has freely given us every precious moment of our 
existence, yet we do not earn or own these moments. The great 
theologian Al-Ghazali aptly explains that if we love ourselves we must 
love God: 


“Therefore, if man’s love for himself be necessary, then his 
love for Him through whom, first his coming-to-be, and 
second, his continuance in his essential being with all his 
inward and outward traits, his substance and his accidents, 
occur must also be necessary. Whoever is so besotted by his 
fleshy appetites as to lack this love neglects his Lord and 
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Creator. He possesses no authentic knowledge of Him; his gaze 
is limited to his cravings and to things of sense.”>*4 


God is The-Loving, and His love is the purest form of love 
God is The-Loving. He has the purest form of love. This should make 
anyone want to love Him, and loving Him is a key part of worship. 
Imagine if I were to tell you that there was this person who was the 
most loving person ever, and that no other love could match his love; 
wouldn’t that instil a strong desire to get to know this person and 
eventually love him too? God’s love is the purest and most intense 
form of love; therefore, any sane person would want to love him too. 
Given that the English word for love encompasses a range of 
meanings, the best way to elaborate on the Islamic conception of 
God’s love is to look into the actual Qur’anic terms used to describe 
Divine love: His mercy (rahmah), His special mercy (raheem) and His 
special love (muwadda). By understanding these terms and how they 
relate to the Divine nature, our hearts will learn to love God. 


Mercy 


It is said that another word for love is mercy. One of God’s names is 
The-Merciful; the Arabic word used is Ar-Rahmaan. This English 
translation does not fully represent the depth and intensity that the 
meaning of this word carries. The name Ar-Rahmaan has three major 
connotations: the first is that God’s mercy is an intense mercy; the 
second is that His mercy is an immediate mercy; and the third is a 
mercy so powerful that nothing can stop it. God’s mercy encompasses 
all things and He prefers guidance for people. In God’s book, the 
Qur’an, He says, 


“but My mercy encompasses all things. ...”>°° 
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“It is the Lord of Mercy who taught the Qur’an.”586 


In the above verse, God says He is The-Merciful, which can be 
understood as the “Lord of Mercy”, and that He taught the Qur’an. 
This is a linguistic indication to highlight that the Qur’an was revealed 
as a manifestation of God’s mercy. In other words, the Qur’an is like 
one big love-letter to humanity. As with true love, the one who loves 
wants good for the beloved, and warns them of pitfalls and obstacles, 
and shows them the way to happiness. The Qur’an is no different: it 
calls out to humanity, and it also warns and expresses glad tidings. 


Special Mercy 


Connected to Ar-Rahmaan is Ar-Raheem. These names share the same 
linguistic root which comes from the Arabic word for womb. The 
difference in meaning however is significant. Ar-Raheem refers to a 
special mercy for those who want to embrace it. Whoever chooses to 
accept God’s guidance has essentially accepted His special mercy. 
This special mercy is for the believers and it is manifested in paradise; 
unending, blissful peace with God. 


Special Love 


According to the Qur’an, God is The-Loving. The Arabic name is Al- 
Wadood. This refers to a special love that is apparent. It comes from 
the word wud, which means expressing love through the act of giving: 
“And He is The Forgiving, The Loving.’”>*” 

God’s love transcends all of the different types of love. His love is 
greater than all worldly forms of love. For example, a mother’s love, 
although selfless, is based on her internal need to love her child. It 
completes her, and through her sacrifices she feels whole and fulfilled. 
God is an independent Being who is self-sufficient and perfect; He 


347 


does not require anything. God’s love is not based on a need or want; 
it is therefore the purest form of love, because He gains absolutely 
nothing from loving us. 

In this light, how can we not love the One who is more loving 
than anything we can imagine? The Prophet Muhammad * said, “God 
is more affectionate to His servants than a mother to her children.”588 

If God is the most loving, and His love is greater than the greatest 
worldly love we have experienced, this should instil in us a deeper love 
for God. Significantly, this should make us want to love Him by being 
one of His servants. Al-Ghazali aptly said, “For those endowed with 
insight there is in reality no object of love but God, nor does anyone but 
He deserve love.’>®? 

From a spiritual perspective, God’s love is the greatest blessing 
anyone can ever achieve, as it is a source of internal tranquillity, 
serenity, and eternal bliss in the hereafter. Not loving God is not only a 
form of ingratitude, but the greatest form of hate. Not loving the One 
who is the source of love is a rejection of that which enables love to 
occur and fill our hearts. 

God does not force His special love on us. Although, by His 
mercy, He lovingly gives us every moment of our lives, to fully 
embrace God’s love and be recipients of His special love, one must 
enter into a relationship with Him. It is as if God’s love is waiting for 
us to embrace it. However, we have closed the door and put up the 
shutters. We have kept the door shut by denying, ignoring and 
rejecting God. If God were to force His special love on us, love would 
lose all meaning. We have the choice: to follow the right path and 
thereby gain God’s special love, or reject His guidance and face the 
spiritual consequences. 

The most loving Being wants to love you, but in order for you to 
embrace that love, and for it to be meaningful, you have to choose to 
love Him and follow the path that leads to His love. This path is the 
Prophetic path of the Prophet Muhammad (see Chapter 14): 
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“Say, [O Muhammad]: ‘If you love God, then follow me, [so] 
God will love you and forgive your sins. And God is Forgiving 
and Merciful’ .”?590 


Worship is part of who we are 

God is worthy of our worship because worship is part of who we are. 
Just like our need to eat, drink and breathe, worship is an innate 
tendency (see Chapter 4). From this perspective, we are natural-born 
worshippers, because that is who we are and it is our Divinely given 
purpose. Worshipping God is a logical necessity, just as when we say a 
car is red. It is red because we have defined that colour as red; it is red 
by definition. Likewise, we are worshippers by definition, because 
God defined and made us that way: “I did not create the Jinn [spirit 
world], nor mankind, except to worship Me.”>?! 

Even people who do not believe in God, including those who 
reject the fact that He is entitled to worship, manifest signs of 
adoration, reverence and devotion. If you do not worship God, you’ ll 
still end up worshipping something. From an Islamic perspective, the 
object that you love and revere the most, including whatever you 
attribute ultimate power to and believe you are ultimately dependent 
on, is essentially your object of worship. For many people, this can 
include an ideology, a leader, a family member and even your own 
self. In other words, many people idolise these things. Polytheism or 
idolatry is not just about praying to or bowing down in front of an 
object. 

God is rooted in our innermost nature, and when God commands 
us to worship Him, it is actually a mercy and act of love. It is as if 
every human being has a hole in his or her heart. This hole is not 
physical, it is spiritual, and it needs to be filled to achieve spiritual 
tranquillity. We attempt to fill this hole with a new job, a holiday, a 
new house, a new car, a hobby, travel or taking up a popular self-help 
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course. However, every time we fill our hearts with these things, a new 
hole appears. We are never truly satisfied, and after a while we seek 
something else to fill the spiritual void. Yet, once we fill our hearts 
with the love of God, the hole remains permanently closed. Thus, we 
feel at peace and experience a tranquillity that can never be put into 
words, and a serenity that is undisturbed by calamity. 


Obeying God is part of worshipping Him 


“[A]nd obey God and the Prophet”? so that you may be given 
mercy.”°”3 


When I travel by plane, I usually hear the pilot announce—via the 
inflight audio system—to fasten our seat belts due to oncoming 
turbulence. My typical response involves sitting down, fastening my 
belt and hoping (and praying) for the best. The reason I obey the 
pilot’s command is that I understand he is the authority concerning the 
plane, how it works and the effects of turbulence. My obedience is a 
result of using my rational faculties. Only an arrogant person would 
disobey a valid authority. Would any of us take seriously a seven-year- 
old telling us that our maths professor does not know how to teach 
calculus? 

In a similar light, disobeying God is foolish and unfounded. 
Obeying God, even if we do not know the full wisdom behind some of 
His commands, is the most rational thing to do. God’s commands are 
based on His boundless knowledge and wisdom. He is the ultimate 
authority. To deny this authority is like a two-year-old child scribbling 
on a piece of paper and claiming that he is more eloquent than 
Shakespeare. (Actually, it is worse.) 

This does not mean that we suspend our minds when obeying 
God. We are told by God Himself to use our reason. However, once 
we have established what God has said, then that should result in 
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obedience. 

Obeying God entails that one should fear Him. A believer should 
fear God if he wants to be in a state of servitude and obedience. This 
fear, however, is not the type of fear that is associated with being 
scared of an enemy or an evil force. God wants good for us. Rather, 
this fear is associated with skin-shivering awe, loss, love and 
unhappiness. We fear God from the perspective of fearing losing His 
love and good pleasure.°°* To explain this point, consider the 
following illustration: 

Imagine you are walking through a mall. You notice a young child 
being told off by her mother. The child starts to cry and holds on to her 
mother’s leg. The child begs for her mother’s forgiveness and asks for 
a hug. The mother smiles and tells her child that she was telling her off 
to protect her and ensure she stays safe. The child’s fear is a fear of 
losing her mother’s love and pleasure. The child does not want to lose 
her mother’s love and make her unhappy. This is the type of fear we 
must have for God. 

We should want to obey God because we fear the spiritual 
consequences of disobedience. These include losing God’s special 
love; including breaking the connection we have built with Him 
through our acts of worship. Disobedience is our way of running away 
from God’s mercy, and an absence of His mercy leads to a terrible 
abode of self-inflicted suffering; hell. Al-Ghazali summarises this type 
of fear by describing it as a fear of losing something that is loved: 
“Whoever loves something must fear to lose it. Hence love cannot be 
without fear, for the object of love is something that can be lost.’””°” 

The Qur’an mentions the fear of God, and this fear must be 
understood in the way I have just explained above. However, the 
Divine book also mentions God-consciousness, known as taqwaa in 
Islamic theology. A good translation of the Qur’an would distinguish 
the two terms. Their meanings are different and they overlap. While 
fear of God entails fearing loss and the spiritual consequences of 
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disobedience, God-consciousness refers to being mindful and aware of 
the Divine presence; He knows what we are doing and, as lovers of 
God, we should want to seek His good pleasure and love. 


Does God need our worship? 

This common question arises due to a misunderstanding of God in the 
Islamic tradition. The Qur’an and the Prophetic traditions clearly 
explain that God is transcendent and free of any need; in other words, 
He is absolutely independent (see Chapter 6). 

Therefore, God does not need us to worship Him at all. He gains 
nothing from our worship, and our lack of it takes nothing away from 
God. We worship God because—through God’s wisdom and mercy— 
He created us that way. God made worship good and beneficial for us, 
from both worldly and spiritual perspectives. 


Why did He create us to worship Him? 

What follows from this answer is usually the question: Why did God 
create us to worship Him? God is a maximally good Being, and 
therefore His actions are not only good, they are expressions of His 
nature. In addition, God loves good. The fact that God has created 
rational creatures who would freely choose to worship Him and do 
good—some to the point of becoming exalted in virtue like the 
prophets, and then being given eternal life in the presence of God—to 
pass an eternity of intimate love and companionship, is the greatest 
story ever told. Since God loves all good, it is clear why He would 
make this story a reality. In summary, God created us to worship Him 
because He wants good for us; in other words, He wants us to go to 
paradise. He has made it clear that those who attain paradise have been 
created to experience His mercy:°”° “If your Lord had pleased, He 
would have made all people a single community, but they continue to 
have their differences—except those on whom your Lord has mercy— 
for He created them to be this way.” 57 
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God creating us to worship Him was inevitable. His perfect names 
and attributes were going to manifest themselves. An artist inevitably 
produces art work because he has the attribute of being artistic. By 
greater reason, God would inevitably create us to worship Him 
because He is the One worthy of worship. This inevitability is not 
based on need, but rather a manifestation of God’s names and 
attributes. 

Another way of answering this question is to understand that our 
knowledge is fragmentary and finite, so we will never be able to 
fathom the totality of God’s wisdom. As previously mentioned, if we 
comprehended all of God’s wisdom, it would mean we would become 
Gods or that God would be like us. Both are impossibilities. Hence, 
the very fact that there may be no answer to this question indicates the 
transcendence of God’s knowledge. In summary, He created us to 
worship Him due to His eternal wisdom; we just cannot comprehend 
why. 

A practical way of looking at this question is explained in the 
following illustration. Imagine you were on the edge of a cliff and 
someone pushed you into the ocean below. This water is infested with 
sharks. However, the one who pushed you gave you a waterproof map 
and an oxygen tank to enable you to navigate to a beautiful tropical 
island, where you will stay forever in bliss. If you were intelligent, you 
would use the map and reach the safety of the island. However, being 
stuck on the question, why did you throw me in here? will probably 
cause you to be eaten by the sharks. For the Muslim, the Qur’an and 
Prophetic traditions are the map and the oxygen tank. They are our 
tools to navigate the path of life safely. We have to know, love and 
obey God, and dedicate all acts of worship to Him alone. 
Fundamentally, we have the choice of harming ourselves by ignoring 
this message, or embracing the love and mercy of God by accepting it. 


The free slave 
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From an existential perspective, worshipping God is true liberation. If 
worship entails loving and obeying God the most, then in reality many 
of us also have other gods in our lives. Many of us want to love and 
obey our own egos and desires the most. We think we are always right, 
we never want to be wrong, and we always want to impose ourselves 
on others. From this perspective, we are enslaved to ourselves. The 
Qur’an points out such a debased spiritual state and describes the one 
who considers his desires, passions and whims as his god, to be worse 
than an animal: “Think of the man who has taken his own passion as a 
god: are you to be his guardian? Do you think that most of them hear 
or understand? They are just like cattle—no, they are further from the 
path.”°98 

From self-worship, sometimes we move to worship various forms 
of social pressures, ideas, norms and cultures. They become our point 
of reference, we start to love them, want to know more about them, 
and are led to ‘obey’ them. Examples abound; take, for instance, 
materialism. We have become preoccupied with money and material 
belongings. Obviously, to want money and possessions is not 
necessarily a bad thing, but we have allowed our pursuit to define who 
we are. Our time and efforts are devoted to the accumulation of 
wealth, making the false notion of material success the primary focus 
in our lives. From this perspective, material things start to control us 
and lead us to serve the culture of avid materialism rather than serving 
God. I appreciate that this does not apply to everyone, but this form of 
excessive materialism is very common. 

Research by Jean M. Twenge and Tim Kasser concluded that 
materialism amongst youth has increased over generations—this study 
was based on data from 1976 to 2007—and it has remained very high. 
Social instability such as divorce, unemployment, racism, antisocial 
behaviour, decreased life-satisfaction and other social problems have 
some association with higher levels of materialism.5 This is 
supported by research conducted by S. J. Opree and others, where they 
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conclude that a high level of materialism during childhood years may 
decrease life-satisfaction in adulthood.% Obviously, research of this 
kind is not entirely conclusive, and much more research needs to be 
done, but it supports a collective intuition that such priorities are 
clearly not right. Our sense of who we are is based on our jobs, 
earnings, wealth and possessions. Our identities are slowly becoming 
contingent on material factors and not on—what many would 
consider—higher values such as our ethics, moral standards, 
humanitarianism and connecting with God and other human beings. 

Essentially, if we are not worshipping God, we are still 
worshipping something else. This can be our own egos and desires, or 
ephemeral things like material possessions. In the Islamic tradition, 
worshipping God defines who we are, as it is part of our nature. If we 
forget God, and start to worship things that are not worthy of worship, 
we will slowly forget our own selves: “And be not like those who 
forgot God, so He made them forget themselves.” 60! 

Our understanding of who we are is dependent on our relationship 
with God, which is shaped by our servitude and worship. In this sense, 
when we worship God we are freed from submission to other ‘gods’, 
whether ourselves or things that we own or desire. 

As previously mentioned, the Qur’an presents us with a profound 
analogy: “God puts forward this illustration: can a man who has for his 
masters several partners at odds with each other be considered equal to 
a man devoted wholly to one master? All praise belongs to God, 
though most of them do not know.”6? 

God is essentially telling us that if we do not worship God, we end 
up worshipping something else. These things enslave us and they 
become our masters. The Qur’anic analogy is teaching us that without 
God, we have many ‘masters’ and they all want something from us. 
They are all ‘at odds with each other’, and we end up in a state of 
misery, confusion and unhappiness. However, God, who knows 
everything, including our own selves, and who has more mercy than 
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anyone else, is telling us that He is our master, and that only by 
worshipping Him alone will we truly free ourselves from the shackles 
of the things we have taken as replacements for Him. 

To conclude this chapter, lovingly worshipping God and 
peacefully submitting to Him frees you from the degraded worship of 
the ephemeral world and the lustful submission to the carnal and 
egotistical realities of the human condition. The following lines of 
poetry by the Poet of the East, Muhammad Iqbal, eloquently 
summarises this point: 


“This one prostration which you deem too exacting liberates 
you from a thousand prostrations.” 603 
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Chapter 16: Conclusion — Transforming 
Our Hearts 


My father is a free man. What I mean by freedom is not that he lives in 
a country that gives him his liberties and human rights. Rather, he is 
emotionally free. When he decides to express himself, he does so 
without a care in the world. He expresses himself as if there are no 
external hindrances. I remember when I was in secondary school, I 
used to play for the school band. Since my father encouraged me to 
take up classical guitar lessons, attending the school band was a 
natural consequence of my extracurricular activity. During a school 
concert, my father would attend and enjoy the amazing talents and 
abilities of the students. One performance artist had phenomenal 
abilities. While she was on stage, she reached the climactic point of 
her performance, emotionally and passionately expressing herself. It 
was a breath-taking display of talent. My father stood up and gave her 
an ovation. He did this all alone, but he did not care. He remained 
standing and continued praising her flair and aptitude. 

We have all experienced such a reaction to human ability. When 
we see amazing spectacles of skill by one of our sporting heroes, or 
when we observe great feats of courage, or when we listen to a 
motivational speech—we are compelled to praise what we have 
experienced. We stand. We clap. We give an ovation. We are moved, 
inspired, encouraged, elated and overwhelmed by what we have 
experienced. We never forget these moments in our lives. Just think 
and reflect on similar experiences. Sink back into the feelings you had. 
Something affected your soul; you had to give due praise. 

However, we live in this amazing universe. We hope, love, seek 
justice and believe in the ultimate value of human life. We reason, 
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infer, deduce and discover. We live in a vast universe with billions of 
stars, galaxies and planets. The universe contains sentient beings that 
can have a unique stream of consciousness. We have an immaterial 
mind that interacts with the physical world. The universe has laws and 
a precise arrangement that, if different, would have prevented the 
emergence of conscious life. We feel—deep down inside—the 
wrongness of evil, and the rightness of good. 

In our universe, there are animals that can withstand their own 
body weight many times over and seeds that can germinate from the 
heat of fire. We live on a planet with over 6,000 languages and over 
eight million species. We live in a universe where the human mind can 
discover weapons that can wipe out the Earth and produce ideas that 
can prevent those weapons from firing. We live in a universe that, if 
one of its innumerable atoms is split, can release an immense amount 
of energy. We live on a planet which, if hearts are united, can use that 
energy for peace. 

Yet some of us are not compelled to give God—who created the 
universe and everything within it—a standing ovation; to stand, glorify 
and praise Him.** We are deluded, deceived and forgetful of God, the 
one who created us: “O mankind, what has deceived you concerning 
your Lord, the Generous?” 

God is truly great. 

If we do not feel the urge to praise our creator and connect with 
Him, there is something wrong with our hearts. We have a spiritual 
disease that requires spiritual medicine. This disease is the ego; the 
medicine is Islam. 

To take this medicine, and therefore be eligible for Divine mercy 
and God’s special love, we have to believe, internalise, understand and 
submit to the implications of the following profound statement: 


“There is no deity worthy of worship except God (Allah), and 
Muhammad is His final servant and messenger.” 
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It is my hope that this book has helped you to start the process of 
healing. 
May God guide and shower you with His special love. 
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Afterword: Don’t Hate, Debate — 
Dialogue with Islam 


To use a colloquialism, the Internet is phat. There’s a play on words 
here, because according to slang, ‘phat? means ‘excellent’, and 
phonetically it can mean ‘big or large’. They both apply to the Internet. 
It can be an excellent source of information, but it can also be too big 
to access all the authentic and valid information about a particular 
topic. Besides its positive value, it is also a large abyss of lies, 
misinformation and misrepresentations. The Internet can also be quite 
unforgiving. I personally have experienced the dark side of the Internet 
many times. All of my mistakes, misunderstandings and errors are 
there for everyone to laugh at, but what makes me content is that it 
also provides a source for people to learn. I’m a true believer in 
espousing contrasting views, because in this context the truth always 
prevails. This book is actually a product of learning from my failures 
and errors. Now, does that mean this book is perfect? Obviously not. 
However, it does lead me to a very important point. Whatever kind of 
reader you describe yourself to be (atheist, sceptic, agnostic, Muslim, 
secular, humanist, etc.) you will undoubtedly have more questions or 
would like further clarifications. This is why I have developed an 
online portal that will continue our conversation further. Any 
questions, comments, concerns or constructive feedback you have will 
be assessed at www.hamzatzortzis.com/thedivinereality. 

This is quite unique for this type of publication because the book 
is not meant to be a monologue, but a dialogue. The discussion does 
have ethical rules, which include no expletives (unless you’re quoting 
someone to make a valid point), personal attacks or degrading speech. 
Aside from that, anything goes. 
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No one book covers everything on this topic, and some issues 
have been left out, mostly due to scope and priority. However, this 
does not mean that the Islamic tradition lacks answers. 

I would advise interested parties to keep an open mind and to 
sincerely engage in a dialogue. You see, we have two spheres in our 
life: one is our drama, and the other is our reality. We think our drama 
and reality are the same. This is simply not true. Our drama consists of 
our negative past experiences, limited intellects, ideas and 
perspectives. Reality is just what is, without any skewed perspective. 
However, we always skew reality because we superimpose our drama 
on it. This is why we find it hard to connect with other human beings, 
and this is precisely why our lives seem to be one giant circle, 
repeating the same mistakes in different ways. We all have done this 
before. We have had a couple of negative experiences in the past 
which destroy our ability to connect deeply with people in the present, 
thereby creating a future with the building blocks of the past; it is no 
wonder we repeat the same mistakes. We have to realise that the past 
does not equal the future. So whatever your experiences with religion, 
Islam and arguments for God and revelation, I ask you to not allow 
them to cloud your judgement when reflecting on what you have read 
in this book. 

I would like to end this section by sharing some Qur’anic and 
prophetic advice on discussing, debating and dealing with others. God 
commands His noble Prophet Moses to speak mildly to Pharaoh while 
conveying the message of Islam to him: “And speak to him mildly; 
perhaps he might accept admonition.” 606 

The exegete Al-Qurtubi explains that this verse implies that if 
Moses were commanded to speak softly and mildly to Pharaoh, who 
was an oppressor, then imagine how we must speak to others: “If 
Musa was commanded to speak mildly to Pharaoh then it is even more 
appropriate for others to follow this command when speaking to others 
and when commanding the good and forbidding the evil.” 
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God commands the Prophet Muhammad # to discuss using good 
words in the best possible manner: “Invite to the way of your Lord 
with wisdom and beautiful preaching, and argue with them in a way 
that is better.” 

The grammarian Al-Zamakhshari comments on the above verse 
by asserting that this means we must engage with others without any 
harshness: “Arguing with them in a way that is better means using the 
best method of argumentation which is the method of kindness and 
gentleness without gruffness and harshness.” 

Using good words in the context of discussion is one of the 
greatest virtues in the Islamic tradition. The Qur’an presents a 
beautiful example of comparing a good word with a tree with 
perpetual fruit and firm roots: 


“Have you not considered how God presents an example, 
[making] a good word like a good tree, whose root is firmly 
fixed and its branches [high] in the sky? It produces its fruit all 
the time, by permission of its Lord. And God presents 
examples for the people that perhaps they will be reminded. 
And the example of a bad word is like a bad tree, uprooted 
from the surface of the Earth, not having any stability. God 
keeps firm those who believe, with the firm word, in the 
worldly life and in the Hereafter. And God sends astray the 
wrongdoers. And God does what He wills.”°!° 


It is my personal wish that by internalising some of these timeless 
values and teachings, we can all repel evil with good, and realise there 
is no need to hate, thereby facilitating close friendships even if we 
disagree. 


“And not equal are the good deed and the bad. Repel evil by 
that deed which is better; and thereupon the one whom between 
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you and him is enmity will become as though he were a 
devoted friend.”6!! 


The beautiful teaching of this verse is that in the original Arabic 
the word ‘repel’ is not followed by a direct object. This implies that we 
must repel anything by that which is better. The scholars have said that 
this means that we must respond to anything by that which is more 
virtuous and more beautiful. 

Let us become people of virtue and people of beauty. 
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